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Abstract 
The ability to write in English is considered to be a major asset to the students majoring in English as a second/foreign 
language (L2). However, not all the students enjoy the same level of L2 writing ability in spite of the courses they take at the 
university. Previous research has yielded contradictory results regarding factors that may contribute to L2 learners' writing
performance. Following the above line of research, the present study aimed at exploring correlates of L2 writing ability of Iranian 
students majoring in English and  the way their  writing scores might be affected by their L2 proficiency, writing apprehension, 
emotional intelligence, writing strategy use, as well as their experience in taking writing courses. The data were gathered from 62 
junior students majoring in English Language and Literature at Shiraz University. The students were asked to do three writing
tasks and the average scores they obtained were considered as an estimate of their L2 writing ability. In addition, they took a 
language proficiency test as well as the test and questionnaires measuring the variables under study. The data thus collected were 
subjected to correlational analyses and multiple regression. Although significant correlations were found between some factors 
such as emotional intelligence and writing apprehension or past experience in taking writing courses and writing apprehension, 
only L2 proficiency and experience in taking writing courses significantly predicted the participants' writing ability. Accordingly, 
instructors of L2 writing courses are recommended to first assist students in promoting their language proficiency and also to 
exercise more caution while responding to learner writers' attempts at developing their writing ability.  
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1. Introduction 
The ability to write in English as a second/foreign language (L2) is an important skill in academic development, 
particularly for the students majoring in English. However, not all the students enjoy the same level of L2 writing 
ability in spite of the courses they take at the university. In fact, since writing is a complicated skill demanding a lot 
of other minor skills, developing mastery over the skill is one of the obstacles facing all learners of English as a 
foreign language (EFL), in general, and Iranian students majoring in English, in particular. On the other hand, every 
individual learner is characterized by unique attributes which may impinge upon their individual process of learning 
and learning outcome. Obviously, the development of L2 learners' ability to write is no exception.  
 
A lot of studies, some of which will be reviewed below, have been conducted to examine the effect of a variety of 
factors having to do with learners' cognitive, affective and demographic characteristics as well as extrinsic factors 
pertaining to the L2 writing teaching and assessment processes on L2 learners' ability to write. This line of research 
gains significance when it is noted that insight into the variables influencing L2 learners' writing performance can 
shed more light on the learners' writing processes and products and the findings may, thus, help to enhance both.  
Accordingly, the present study intends to focus upon the possible effect of some of the controversial variables 
purported in the literature as factors influencing L2 learners' writing ability, gathering and analyzing data obtained 
from Iranian students majoring in English. Indeed, it examines the relationship between the writing performance of 
Iranian students of English and their L2 proficiency, writing apprehension, emotional intelligence, writing strategy 
use, as well as their experience in taking writing courses. In line with the above objective, the following research 
questions are posed:  
1. What is the relationship between Iranian English majors’ L2 proficiency, writing apprehension, emotional 
intelligence, writing strategy use and their experience in taking writing courses, on the one hand, and their L2 
writing performance, on the other?  
2. Which factor best predicts Iranian English majors’ L2 writing performance? 
 2. Review of Literature 
Even a cursory look at the literature reveals that L2 learners' writing performance has been investigated from 
various perspectives and the findings have been mixed. Looking into the cognitive aspects of writing, for instance, 
some scholars have examined the effect of L2 proficiency and/or L2 writing strategies on the learners' writing 
performance and have come up with disparate results. For example, Zamel's (1982, 1983) studies  showed that 
variation in the skilled and unskilled writers' final written products were mainly due to their different writing 
strategies rather than their L2 proficiency.  Raimes' (1985) findings also showed only a weak link between L2 
learners' proficiency and their written products which suggested that the learners’ general language proficiency did 
not predict their writing ability. Similarly, Raimes (1987) noted little evidence supporting the relationship among L2 
proficiency, writing ability, and the learners' writing strategies. On the other hand, L2 proficiency was identified as 
an important factor influencing the quality of L2 composition in Cumming's (1989, as cited in Sasaki & Hirose, 
1996) study. Pennington and So's (1993, as cited in Sasaki & Hirose, 1996) findings also underscored the role of L2 
proficiency in that it appeared to be the most prominent factor, amongst several variables under study, making a 
distinction between good and weak writers. Sasaki and Hirose's study (1996) showed that L2 learners' proficiency 
made much greater contribution to the variance observed in their L2 writing ability than their L1 writing ability or 
their L1 and L2 writing strategies.  
 
Related to the factors explaining L2 writing ability are also individual learners' affective factors. Literature 
abounds with research done on factors speculated to be affective deterrents of L2 writing ability as well as 
purportedly facilitative factors promoting writing performance in L2.  Nevertheless, research findings document the 
overriding impact of adversative factors in that they negatively correlate with and thus relegate the positive impact 
of facilitative variables. For example, Feigley, Daly and Witte (1981) explored the effect of writing apprehension on 
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L2 writing competency and writing performance on two different writing tasks and found that it had a negative 
effect on the former and on the performance on one of the L2 writing tasks. Mat Daud, Mat Daud and Abu Kassim 
(2005) attempted to disambiguate the relationship between writing anxiety and writing performance by collecting 
data from EFL learners in Malaysia. The researchers were particularly interested in finding whether writing anxiety 
was the cause or the effect of poor writing performance. Results of their study provided evidence that these learners 
experienced anxiety due to their incompetency in writing skills. In other words, they found that insufficient 
vocabulary repertoire and experience of language brought about writing anxiety in the students. Yavuz Erkan and 
Iflazoglu Saban (2011) explored the relationship between Turkish tertiary-level EFL learners' writing apprehension, 
self-efficacy in writing as well as their attitudes towards writing and their writing performance in English. They 
found that these Turkish writers' writing apprehension was negatively correlated with both their self-efficacy and 
their writing performance. However, a significant positive correlation was surprisingly found between their writing 
apprehension and their attitude towards writing which the researchers attributed to the items common between the 
writing attitude questionnaire and the writing apprehension questionnaire.  
 
Lee (2002) attempted to extend the literature by incorporating into her study several cognitive and affective 
factors including writing apprehension, writer's block and free reading activities as well as the participants' past 
experience in taking writing courses. Results of her study evidenced no significant relationship between the 
participants' writing apprehension, writer's block and L2 writing performance. On the other hand, past experience in 
writing courses appeared to be a significant predictor of the participant writers' apprehension and block in English 
composition; however, their L2 writing performance was found to be merely significantly affected by their free 
reading and writing activities. In her more recent study, Lee (2005) also embraced both factors which supposedly 
impede writing performance (i.e., writing apprehension and writer's block) and the ones which assumingly 
positively contribute to the learners' ability to write (i.e., free reading and self-initiated writing) in addition to the 
beliefs about and attitudes towards the instructional activities the Taiwanese participating learners had underwent. 
She found that the writers' block and apprehension had no significant impact on their writing in English, but once 
more the only variable significantly predicting the learners' writing performance appeared to be their leisurely 
reading activities.  Additionally, more free reading activity was found to be significantly associated with the writer's 
less anxiety about writing (apprehension) and  difficulty with writing (writing block), and the latter two variables 
were found to be reciprocally related.  
 
Magno (2008) studied EFL learners' reading strategy, amount of writing, metacognition, metamemory, and 
apprehension as the independent variables to see which one best predicted the learners' writing performance as the 
dependent variable. Contrary to many other studies in the same area, the researcher found that the more anxious 
learners tended to be better writers. However, further analysis of the data revealed that strategies including reading 
strategy, metamemory and metacognition strategies were significantly better predictors of writing proficiency.  
   
A more recent study done by Abu Shawish and Atea (2010) dealt with writing apprehension in Palestinian EFL 
learners to find the causes and remedies appropriate for the context through collecting the participants' perceptions. 
In so doing, the researchers gathered some demographic data from the participants. The main factors of interest were 
sex, academic level and academic institutions. Although academic institution made a significant difference in the 
students' level of writing apprehension, it was found that sex and academic level had no impact on their writing 
anxiety. Nevertheless, the participants' writing apprehension turned out to be positively associated with their writing 
achievement. Huwari and Abd Aziz (2011) attempted to explain the relationship of writing in English and writing 
apprehension among Jordanian postgraduate students studying in Malaysia. They also looked into the effect of age, 
socio-economic status and the situations in which the learners were asked to write. Results of the study indicated 
that Jordanian postgraduate students suffered from a high level of writing apprehension and their age had a 
significant effect on their apprehension: the older learners experienced higher levels of writing apprehension.  The 
socio-economic status of the learners as well as the situations in which they were required to write also played a 
crucial role in the learners' level of apprehension.  
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Although a lot of studies have evidenced the relationship between (one or more components of) multiple 
intelligences and language proficiency or its components in the context of Iran (e.g., Ahmadian & Hosseini, 2012; 
Fahim, Pishghadam, 2007; Marefat, 2007; Pishghadam, 2009; Rahimi, Sadighi & Hosseiny Fard, 2011; Sadeghi & 
Farzizadeh, 2012; Skourdi & Rahimi, 2010), hardly any studies have examined the relationship between emotional 
intelligence and writing. To the best of the researchers' knowledge, the only study done in this regard is that of 
Karimi (2011) which revealed that emotional intelligence significantly correlated with EFL students’ ability to write 
argumentative essays.  
3. Method 
3.1. Participants 
A total of 62 junior students,  both male (N=15) and female (N=47),  majoring in English Language and 
Literature at Shiraz University took part in the study  The uneven ratio of male to female participants reflects the 
overall imbalanced sex ratio in this major (as well as some other majors) at this university. The participants' ages 
ranged between 20 and 24 and they were all native speakers of Persian.  They had already taken two writing courses 
in which they had been taught the basics of writing, different methods of paragraph development and how to write 
some types of formal and informal letters. At the time of data collection, they were all taking the course Essay 
Writing in which they were instructed to write expository and argumentative essays.  
3.2. Instruments 
Data for the study were collected through a language test, four questionnaires and three writing tasks. Oxford 
Quick Placement Test/OPT (Oxford University Press & University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate, 
2001) was used to determine the language proficiency level of the participants. In addition, the participants took the 
Writing Apprehension Test/WAP (Daly & Miller, 1975), the questionnaire dealing Past Experience in Writing/PE 
(Lee, 2002) as well as a modified version of Writing Strategy Use questionnaire/WSU (Petric & Czarl, 2003).The 
emotional intelligence (EI) of the participants was also measured through the relevant part of MacKenzi's (1999) 
Multiple Intelligences questionnaire. The instruments appeared to enjoy satisfactory Cronbach's alpha reliability 
indices in the present study (OPT: r=.83; WAP: r= .89; EI: r=.64; WSU: r=81; PE: r=75). Three essays written by 
the students in the class provided the necessary information regarding their writing ability.  
3.3. Data collection procedure 
The participants did the three writing tasks in their normal class meetings in three different sessions. They 
completed each task in about 45 minutes. The OPT and the questionnaires were subsequently given to them in the 
following session. The participants were asked to do the OPT in 30 minutes as instructed in the manual; however, 
they were given ample time to complete the questionnaires.  
3.4. Data analysis  
The participants’ writing tasks were scored and, for each individual student, the average of the writing scores 
(WS) obtained on the writing tasks was taken as an index of their L2 writing performance. Each participant’s scores 
on the OPT, AP, PE, EI and WSU were calculated. The data thus obtained were analyzed using descriptive statistics, 
correlation analyses and multiple regression analysis.  
4. Results and discussion 
Table 1 shows descriptive statistics of the instruments used in the study.  
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the instruments. 
Instrument Mean  Standard deviation 
WS 15.65 2.88 
OPT 42.75 7.11 
WAP 80.30 5.61 
EI 96.87 16.18 
WSU 99.06 18.60 
PE 8.54 3.43 
 
As seen in the above table, the participants' mean writing score (15.65 out of the maximum possible score of 20) 
shows that they enjoyed a fairly good L2 writing ability. According to the manual accompanying the OPT, these 
students, having obtained a mean of 42.75, were mainly at the upper intermediate level of language proficiency. 
Their mean apprehension score (80.30 out of the maximum possible score of 130) indicates that their apprehension 
level was a bit above average. The mean for emotional intelligence (96.87 out of the maximum possible score of 
165) indicates that the participants’ emotional intelligence was above average. With respect to mean writing strategy 
use (99.06 out of the maximum possible score of 165), the participants can be considered as moderate strategy users. 
Moreover, since all the questionnaire items dealing with past experience in taking writing classes represent 
unpleasant experience, the participants' mean score (8.86 out of the maximum possible score of 20) indicates that 
they did not find the experience so enjoyable and satisfying.  
 
To answer the first research question, the average scores obtained through the writing tasks, OPT and the 
questionnaires were subjected to correlational analyses, the results of which can be seen in Table 2. 
 
Table 2. Results of correlational analyses. 
 WS OPT WAP EI WSU PE 
WS 1 .897** 
.000 
-.182 
.157 
.166 
.198 
.687** 
.000 
-.273* 
.032 
OPT .897** 
.000 
1 -.142 
.269 
.154 
.231 
.718** 
.000 
-.138 
.285 
WAP -.182 
.157 
-.142 
.269 
1 -.792** 
.000 
-.109 
.399 
.386** 
.002 
EI .166 
.198 
.154 
.231 
-.792** 
.000 
1 .193 
.132 
-.263* 
.039 
WSU .687** 
.000 
.718** 
.000 
-.109 
.399 
.193 
.132 
1 -.005 
.970 
PE -.273* 
.032 
-.138 
.285 
.386** 
.002 
-.263* 
.039 
-.005 
.970 
1 
  ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
  * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
1577 Mahboobeh Saadat and Majid Fayaz Dastgerdi /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  98 ( 2014 )  1572 – 1579 
 The above table shows the following significant correlations among the variables under study. There was a 
positive correlation between writing scores and language proficiency (r=.897 p<.01) and also between writing scores 
and writing strategy use (r=.687 p<.01). However, writing scores negatively correlated with past experience in 
writing (r= -.273 p<.05). On the other hand, there was a positive correlation between language proficiency and 
writing strategy use (r=.718 p<.01). As for the participants' apprehension, a negative correlation was found between 
their apprehension and emotional intelligence (r= -.792 p<.01), whereas their apprehension appeared to be positively 
correlated with their past experience in taking writing classes (r= .386 p<.01). Finally, the participants' past 
experience in taking writing classes was found to be negatively correlated with their emotional intelligence (r= -.263 
p<.05). 
 
To answer the second research question and to see which variable best predicts the participants' writing ability, 
multiple regression analysis was run. A summary of the results can be seen in the following tables. 
Table 3.  Results of multiple regression analysis. 
  Model Summaryb 
Model R R. square Adjusted R square Std. error of the 
estimate 
1 .913a .834 .820 1.22530 
     
   a. Predictors: (Constant), OPT, WAP, EI, WSU, PE 
   b. Dependent variable: WS 
 
 
 
Model 
 Unstandardized coefficients 
 
B                        Std error            
Standardized 
coefficients  
Beta 
 
 
t 
 
 
Sig 
1    (Constant) .549                    5.160  .106 .916 
 OPT .318                     .032 .785 9.825 .000 
 WAP -.015                   .048 -.029 -.313 .755 
 EI -.008                   .016 -.047 -.518 .606 
 WSU .020                     .012 .128 1.594 .117 
 PE -.139                    .050 -.165 -2.757 .008 
   a. Dependent variable: WS 
 
 
Results displayed in the first table indicate that altogether predictor variables in the study (i.e., language 
proficiency, writing apprehension, emotional intelligence, writing strategy use and past experience in taking writing 
classes) significantly accounted for 83.4% of the variance observed in the participants’ L2 writing scores (R 
square=.834 p<0.01). 
 
Regarding the beta values obtained for the assumed predictor variables, the second table shows that language 
proficiency (OPT) predicted 78.5% and the learners’ (unfavorable) past experience in taking writing classes 
accounted for 16.5% of the variance in the learners’ ability to compose in English. However, the participants’ 
apprehension level (beta value=-.029 p>.05), emotional intelligence (beta value=-.047 p>.05) and writing strategy 
use (beta value=.128 p>.05) did not significantly predict the learners’ ability to write in English. 
 
According to the results obtained,  language proficiency and past experience in taking writing courses could best 
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predict the English majors’ L2 writing performance whereas writing strategy use, writing apprehension and 
emotional intelligence failed to significantly predict the participants’ writing performance. The results are partially 
in line with Cumming (1989, as cited in Sasaki & Hirose, 1996), Pennington and So (1993, as cited in Sasaki & 
Hirose, 1996) and Sasaki and Hirose (1996) who emphasized the positive role of language knowledge and language 
proficiency in the learners’ L2 writing ability.  
 
Moreover, the findings of the study support the results of Lee’s (2002, 2005) studies which showed that writing 
apprehension does not affect the L2 writer’s performance.  In addition, these results are not in line with those of 
a large number of studies (e.g., Faigley, Daly & Witt, 1989; Yavuz Erkan & Iflazoglu Saban, 2011) which attributed 
a negative role to the writer’s apprehension as well as the studies (e.g., Magno, 2008;  Abu Shawish & Atea, 2010) 
which  revealed that writing apprehension positively affect the L2 writer’s performance. 
 
Similar to Lee’s (2002, 2005) studies, the current study shows that past (unfavorable) experience in taking 
writing classes has an adverse effect on the L2 learner’s performance in writing. On the other hand, the fact that 
emotional intelligence did not significantly predict writing ability does not support the ideas presented by Karimi 
(2011). 
5. Conclusion, pedagogical implications and suggestions for further research 
Results of the present study showed that language proficiency could best predict the writing ability of the 
students majoring in English and their language proficiency positively correlated with their writing strategy use. 
This suggests that Iranian English majors’ failure to perform well in their writing tasks may be due to their 
insufficiently developed language knowledge or proficiency and vice versa. It implies that Iranian EFL learners, in 
general, and English majors, in particular, should be encouraged first to look for remedies for their immature 
language proficiency to overcome the problems they encounter in L2 writing. 
However, though the participants' use of writing strategies positively correlated with their writing ability, their 
strategy use could not predict their writing ability. A plausible interpretation seems to be, being English majors, the 
participants had already been, rather uniformly, taught how to use different writing strategies and, hence, they had 
formed a homogeneous sample in this regard and little variation was observed in terms of their use of writing 
strategies. On the other hand, since another factor inversely predicting the participants' writing performance turned 
out to be their past (unfavorable) experience in writing courses, writing instructors are encouraged to contemplate 
more on the feedback they provide for the students.  Instructors of writing courses are recommended to not only 
teach the students how to use various writing strategies but also provide appropriate positive responses particularly 
to early writing attempts of the novice student writers since their feedback can be vitally constructive or destructive 
in the learners' developmental process of acquiring the ability to write. They can also help their students build 
competence by investing more on their confidence. Moreover, although emotional intelligence could not 
significantly predict writing ability, the fact that the participants' emotional intelligence negatively correlated with 
their past experience in taking writing courses and their writing apprehension implies that only learners with higher 
levels of emotional intelligence may manage to overcome the unpleasant effects of unfavorable experiences in 
writing courses and not to feel anxious afterwards. This suggests that writing instructors should take such 
differences into account and exercise more caution while responding to learner writers' attempts at developing their 
writing ability.  
     
Nonetheless, results of the present study may not be generalizable to larger and diverse population since the 
participants were a rather small number of students of English Language and Literature who were mainly at the 
upper-intermediate level of learning English. It may be argued that their writing apprehension did not make a 
contribution to their writing performance because they had rather homogeneous orientations, goals and background 
which were quite different from Iranian English majors with diverse characteristics. Thus replication of the same 
study with a larger number of English majors at higher or lower educational levels and with diverse orientations and 
goals may yield different results.  
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In addition, the fact that the sample was predominantly composed of female students (representing the current 
situation in some majors and even some universities in Iran), underlines the importance of verifying the findings of 
the present study with samples with more balanced male-female ratio. Finally, this study merely incorporated five 
variables pertaining to the learners. The study may be extended by incorporating more cognitive and affective 
variables such as L1 proficiency, L1 writing ability and writing self-efficacy as well as methods used to teach 
learners how to write and the type of feedback they are provided with to see which variable(s) contribute more 
significantly to the writing ability of Iranian students majoring in English. 
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